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The Oct. 27 municipal elections in Chile took place with few problems. The results showed
continued support for the governing coalition Concertacion Democratica. However, a shift
occurred within the coalition, strengthening the leftist parties and slightly weakening President
Eduardo Frei's Democracia Cristiana (DC). "I feel pride as a Chilean at the demonstration of civic
participation that we have shown, which clearly indicates the consolidation of our democracy," said
Frei after the elections.
On election day, more than 8 million Chileans were eligible to vote for the 2,130 local officials,
including 341 mayors, in only the second municipal elections in 23 years. Voting is mandatory in
Chile. The armed forces were in charge of maintaining order on election day and during the several
days preceding "to guarantee tranquility in the voting." A violent demonstration, only indirectly
related to the elections, took place near the presidential palace of La Moneda on Oct. 23, when
demonstrators clashed with police, who used water canons and tear gas to disperse them. The
elections also came in the midst of a strike by 30,000 municipal employees, who were demanding
higher wages and increased benefits.
The correlation of political forces remained basically unchanged following the elections, although
the more progressive wing increased its strength within the Concertacion. In addition, both the
Concertacion coalition and the right-wing RN-UDI pact which includes the Partido de Renovacion
Nacional and the Union Democrata Independiente increased their shares of the total electoral
pie. The Concertacion took close to 56% of the vote, compared with 53.3% in 1992. Within the
Concertacion, Frei's Democracia Cristiana dropped from 28.9% in 1992 to 25.2% this year. However,
the Partido Socialista (PS) increased its share of the vote from 8.5% to 11.1%, the Partido por la
Democracia (PPD) rose from 9.2% to 11.8%, and the Partido Radical Socialdemocrata (PRSD) went
from 5.3% to 6.5%.
The right took about 34% of the vote, several points above the 29.8% that it took in 1992. Within the
right, the RN received 18.9%, followed by the UDI with 13.5%, and the Union de Centro-Centro
Progresista (UCCP) with 2.8%. Among other parties, the Partido Comunista, which took 6.6% in
1992, this year dropped to 5.9%, and the Partido Humanista took only 1.3% of the vote.
After the elections, Interior Minister Carlos Figueroa stressed that the change within the
Concertacion was minor and said more important was the "consistent" support for the
administration. "It is impressive to see how the Concertacion bloc has not stopped growing,
until today it enjoys an advantage of more than 22 points over the right-wing RN-UDI pact,"
said Figueroa. "One of every four Chileans voted for us," said DC leader Alejandro Foxley, also
minimizing the DC's drop and adding that the party remains the most important political force in
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the country. Meanwhile, others within the Concertacion coalition also stressed that the election
results clearly demonstrate the importance of the Concertacion, since no one party has the strength
to win presidential elections on its own. "Today, we consider that there is an even greater need for
the Concertacion than before," said Camilo Escalona, president of the PS. "No party has the ability
to govern Chile by itself."
However, analysts say the readjustment within the Concertacion could slightly enhance the chances
of the socialists and the PPD to push the nomination of the Partido Socialista's Ricardo Lagos
as the Concertacion presidential candidate in 1999. One winner and possible contender for that
Concertacion nomination was the DC's Jaime Ravinet, re-elected mayor of Santiago-Centre with
45%, seven points more than he received when he was first elected in 1992. Although analysts said
Ravinet's victory made him an emerging DC leader, the drop in the overall vote for his party put
him in a tough position to compete with Lagos, who was fortified by the growth of the PPD and the
PS. An editorial in the conservative daily 'El Mercurio' said on Oct. 28 that Frei's DC could begin
to be challenged by a secular-humanist front made up of the PPD, the PS, and the PRSD, all three
members of the Socialist International.
If the PRSD, which until now has allied itself with the DC, moves towards the PS-PPD bloc, Lagos's
possibilities as the coalition's 1999 presidential candidate will grow, the editorial predicted. The
biggest individual winner was UDI candidate Joaquin Lavin, who was re-elected mayor of the
posh Las Condes area of Santiago by an impressive 77.5%. "If one can do things as mayor, from La
Moneda one can do much more," said Lavin, admitting for the first time his interest in vying for the
presidency in 1999. However, the RN let it be known that Lavin would not take the nomination for
the right without a challenge. Almost immediately after the elections, the RN's contender, Andres
Allamand, called for a primary within the right to select a candidate.
Meanwhile, shortly before the elections, Frei carried out a cabinet reshuffle, naming five new
ministers education, agriculture, transportation and telecommunications, planning, and the minister
secretary general of the presidency. The move was apparently made to strengthen the technical
side of the cabinet, especially in economic and budgetary matters, but did not change the party
balance within the administration. The new ministers are: Juan Villarzu as secretary general of the
presidency; Jose Pablo Arellano in education; Carlos Mladinic in agriculture; Claudio Hohmann in
transportation and telecommunications; and Roberto Pizarro in planning. Some analysts said the
cabinet changes were also partly in response to ongoing labor disputes, which, in addition to the
municipal workers, have included a lengthy strike by coal miners and walkouts by teachers and
transportation workers.
Nevertheless, despite the frequent strikes, Frei continues to have significant popular support.
A poll taken in mid-October by the Centro de Estudios de la Realidad Contemporanea (CERC)
showed the president with an approval rating of 48%, up 6% from the previous poll taken in June.
In contrast, 22% disapproved of Frei's leadership, while the rest did not respond. [Sources: United
Press International, Spanish news service EFE, 10/27/96; Reuter, 09/27/96, 10/28/96; Agence FrancePresse, 09/28/96, 10/24/96, 10/28/96; Inter Press Service, 10/28/96; Estrategia (Santiago), La Epoca
(Santiago), 10/28/96, 10/29/96]
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